ELY

Ely Place, the London house of the Bishops, was a ' Liberty *
where the royal writ did not run.

At the time of the Norman Conquest, Ely was an island in
fact as well as in name. Here, protected by the well-nigh
impassable Fens, Hereward the Wake and his followers defied
William the Conqueror from their Camp of Refuge. His story,
which captured the imagination of Kingsley, is interwoven with
legend. Born the son of a Lincolnshire thegn, he was exiled
from England by Edward the Confessor. He returned after
the Conquest to find that his father was dead and that his
lands had been given to a Norman. With the aid of the dis-
contented Penmen he drove out the Normans from his manor
and then made his way to the Isle of Ely where, in his Camp of
Refuge, he organised the last Saxon resistance to the Con-
queror. To anyone ignorant of the country, the place was
peculiarly difficult to take, nor was it likely that it would be
reduced by starvation since the Fens abounded in wild fowl
and fish. Many stories are told inDe Gestis Herewardi Saxonis
of the daring tricks which Hereward in disguise played upon
William in his camp at Brandon. On one such occasion Here-
ward disguised as a Fenman worked with the Normans con-
structing timber mounds for the attack on the Camp, then
when they were completed he fired them. William rebuilt the
mounds and hired a witch to stand on top and curse the Saxons,
but Hereward fired the reeds, which smoked into the Norman
camp. In the confusion the Normans strayed from the pathway
and were drowned in the swamp, while the witch fell off the
mound and broke her neck.
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